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E.  Statement of Historic Contexts                                                        

(If more than one historic context is documented, present them in sequential order.) 

 

Introduction 

 

Since time immemorial the fisheries in what is now Washington State were actively managed by Native 

American Tribes and First Nations of the Salish Sea and Columbia Plateau. Both resource managers 

and scientists have increasingly realized that the traditional Native American use of fish is critical to 

understanding the deep history of fisheries management in the Pacific Northwest (Butler and OôConnor 

2004; Cone 1995; Lichatowich 1995; Pei Lin Yu and Cook 2015). However, nearly a century of policy 

and practice had excluded treaty tribes from exercising their treaty rights and co-management of 

Washington State fisheries (Boxberger 2000). This continued until 1974, when Boldt Decision (a 

Federal District Court case) affirmed existing treaty rights and clarified that treaty tribes had a 

guaranteed right to harvest half if the fish in their traditional fishing grounds and to fisheries co-

management. While the state of Washington challenged the Boldt decision in various forms until 1985, 

the decision was a turning point and an era of cooperative fisheries management with treaty tribes 

began.  

 

In the modern era the origins of Washingtonôs state-run fish hatcheries began under territorial 

government when the stateôs first State Fish Commissioner was appointed in 1890, nine years before 

Washington achieved statehood. The Commissioner was tasked with oversight of the territoryôs salmon 

population protection. In 1889 Washington was granted statehood, and hatchery development under 

the Fish Commissioner began in earnest with the passing of the Fish Hatcheries Act by the state 

legislature. The same year, the first State Game Warden position was created to oversee game fish, 

animal, and bird populations. 

 

Eventually, the two positions merged into the Department of Fisheries & Game in 1921 to oversee both 

game and fisheries operations, but each retained their respective management. Then in 1932, Initiative 

62 was passed which separated the Department of Fisheries & Game into the: Department of 

Fisheries, and the Department of Game. Each department pursued development of state-run 

hatcheries, but for different purposes. The Department of Game constructed hatcheries for game-fish, 

such as trout, while the Department of Fisheries dedicated hatcheries for one or more salmon species. 
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This difference in fish types led to differences in technologies and the facilities themselves. The two 

agencies remained separate until the mid-1980s when budget deficits resulted in the two departments 

consolidating again as the Washington Department of Fish & Wildlife in 1994.  

 

Due to the separations and merges in state agencies who were responsible for construction, operation, 

and maintenance of state-run hatcheries, the MPD often refers to the type of fish propagated, rather 

than the name of the agency, when referring to types of hatcheries. Prior to 1932, the Department of 

Fisheries & Game constructed both salmon and game fish hatcheries. However, from 1932 to 1974, 

game fish hatcheries were developed by the Department of Game, and salmon hatcheries were 

developed solely by the Department of Fisheries.   

 

The Multiple Property Documentation (MPD) period of significance spans from 1889 to 1974. These 

years correspond to the year Washington became a state (1889) and the year that Judge George Boldt 

issued an opinion in the case of United States v. Washington, 384 F Supp 312 (1974) which changed 

the fundamental way fish were raised and harvested. The 1974 Boldt Decision recognized the 

nineteenth-century treaty rights of Northwest tribes to harvest half the fish passing through their 

traditional fishing grounds, and to co-manage those resources for the benefit of all. Legal appeals that 

followed slowed the implementation of Judge Boldtôs ruling, but its ultimate effects fundamentally 

altered the development of fisheries resources moving forward, with important and long-lasting impacts 

on hatchery planning and growth, reaffirming tribal treaty rights, and established co-management of 

Washington stateôs fisheries with treaty tribes. The context of these cooperative programs between the 

tribes and the state to preserve and perpetuate common fisheries will inform future chapters of 

Washingtonôs hatchery history. 

 

Across the periods of significance, contexts vary to reflect the storylines of each important theme. 

Overall, the historic context periods of significance are as follows. Details on the periods of significance 

are provided in each context statement. 

 

1889 
Development of Regulatory Agencies and Legislation for  

Fisheries Management in Washington 
1974 

1889 Fisheries Hatchery Construction in Washington State 1974 

1903 Game Fish Hatchery Construction in Washington State 1974 

1914 Washington State Mitigation Hatcheries 1961 

1889 
Fisheries Research and Hatchery Management Partnerships and  

Cooperative Ventures in Washington State 
1974 

 

Individual hatcheries are named in all five historic contexts as examples. However, details on the 

chronologies of development and characteristics of all individually-named state-managed hatcheries, 

established initially by two separate agencies, are found in the historic context; fisheries hatchery and 

game fish hatcheries. 

 

While the agencyôs mission has changed dramatically over time, the basic philosophy has not. From the 

first days of governmental organization, Washington legislators have expressed a strong concern for 

protection of fish and wildlife as important resources for both economic development and recreation. 
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Over the years the state has adopted different laws and changing agency configurations to carry out 

this mission with varying degrees of success. Regardless, since territorial days the agency has 

generally attempted to provide a regulatory framework that balances the needs of citizens with the 

preservation of Washingtonôs fish and wildlife resources.   

 

As the basis for policy, Washingtonôs lawmakers initially focused on the new territoryôs economic needs. 

The commercial fishing and packing industries also had tremendous influence, generally supporting 

much of the legislation to prevent dwindling fish resources. Legislation provided funding for fish-culture 

programs through licensing and taxation. While the exploitation of game and game fish quickly became 

a concern as the territoryôs population grew, these issues often played a secondary role to salmon 

interests, especially in terms of funding and enforcement. Over time, different sportsmenôs groups also 

worked to bolster game policies and frequently advocated separate management of fisheries and game 

resources to provide more consistent oversight and protection.  

 

Development of Regulatory Agencies and Legislation for Fisheries Management  

in Washington (1889-1974) 

 

Washington Fisheries Legislation Prior to Statehood 

 

Regulatory efforts to protect fisheries actually began soon after Washington became a territory of the 

United States in 1853. Prior to that time, the land north of the Columbia River was part of Oregon 

Territory, but at such a distance from the seat of government that common oversight occurred. During 

their initial session, Washington territorial legislators passed a measure, An Act for the Preservation of 

Clams, Oysters and Other Shellfish, to protect Washingtonôs shellfish from exploitation by non-residents 

and set some limits on both harvesting seasons and methods (Washington State Legislature 

1854:388).1 The first law to guard Washingtonôs Columbia River fisheries from use by outsiders was 

approved in 1859, and among other regulations, An Act to Protect Certain Fisheries in Washington put 

in place requirements for proper labeling of Washingtonôs Chinook salmon2 as well as fines for failure to 

obtain mandated fishing permits (Washington State Legislature 1859:26). 

 

The focus of much of this early legislation was to protect the territoryôs small but growing commercial 

fishing and canning industries and to ensure that Washingtonôs fisheries were managed for the benefit 

of the territoryôs citizens. A law that took effect in 1863, An Act to Create and Regulate the Office of 

Inspector of Salmon, gave counties the responsibility to name a fish inspector who would ensure that all 

salmon for export were of merchantable quality and were branded after inspection. Fines were levied 

for anyone shipping salmon without prior inspection (Washington State Legislature 1863:570-571).  

 

Protection of fish in the territoryôs freshwater lakes, creeks, and streams also became a matter of 

concern to the legislature during this period. There was a growing realization that without restrictions in 

place, some of the methods used to catch fish, including fish traps and even dynamite, threatened 

native populations. The lack of limits on catch and complete disregard for the reproductive cycles of 

aquatic life were causing rapid declines in fisheries throughout the region as early as the 1860s. An Act 

 
1 The Laws of Washington Territory, the Session Laws beginning in 1854, and other legislative enactments cited in this chapter have been 

digitized by the Washington Code Reviserôs Office and are available by the year of each session at 
https://leg.wa.gov/CodeReviser/Pages/session_laws.aspx   
2 Modern fish names used in this document are based on the guidance of the American Fisheries Society. A Guide to AFS Publications Style 
(2016) is available at https://fisheries.org/docs/pub_stylefl.pdf. Historic fish names remain in cited text. 

https://leg.wa.gov/CodeReviser/Pages/session_laws.aspx
https://fisheries.org/docs/pub_stylefl.pdf
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to Prevent the Destruction of Fish in any Fresh Water Streams, Creeks or Lakes in Washington 

(Washington State Legislature 1871:93-94) was passed in 1871 which forbid the placement of nets, 

seines, weirs, or dams that extended fully across any waterway and prevented fish passage. Other 

legislation established time periods when freshwater fisheries were closed and set fines for individuals 

who violated these restrictions or placed obstructions in specific waterways where salmon were 

spawning (Washington State Legislature 1875, 98-99). 

 

These protections were limited in scope, but represented a growing awareness that by the 1870s, the 

population expansion in the territory, the growth of the canning industry, and pollutants from mills and 

other industrial plants were putting a tremendous pressure on what had seemed to be boundless 

fishery resources only a decade or two before. While the Columbia River was initially the primary focus 

of concern, the legislature also began to address fisheries protection in Puget Sound and in other 

Washington waterways. The virtual extinction of the salmon population on the Atlantic Coast was a 

reminder of the potential problems that loomed if regulations and eventually artificial propagation were 

not pursued (Washington State Legislature 1877:292-293). 

 

The federal government began to prioritize fish conservation with the establishment of the United 

States Fish and Fisheries Commission in February 1871. President Ulysses Grant signed the bill (16 

Stat. 593)3 and appointed Spencer F. Baird, the assistant director of the Smithsonian Institution, as the 

first U.S. Commissioner of Fish and Fisheries. Baird was charged with developing the means to stop 

the rapid decrease of food fish in the nationôs waters, and with pressure from an early industry 

advocacy group, the American Fish Culturists Association, Congress appropriated funds in 1872 for 

hatchery construction. The first experimental hatchery was built on the McCloud River in California with 

the goal of producing salmon eggs that would then be planted on the East Coast. Concerns expressed 

by the Oregon legislature also led to an 1875 U.S. Fish Commission study on declining fish populations 

in the Columbia River which recommended some closed fishing seasons as well as the introduction of 

fish hatcheries (Dodds 1959:126-127; Schley 1971). 

 

On the other side of the Columbia River, the Washington Territorial Assembly took up similar 

recommendations. An Act Regulating Salmon Fisheries on the Columbia River, which was passed in 

early November 1877, fixed boundaries and defined closed seasons for salmon fishing on the Columbia 

River. It also outlawed certain types of fishing equipment, and set penalties for violations of these 

regulations. The stated reason for this legislation was ñthat the salmon of the Columbia River and 

tributaries are rapidly diminishing in numbers, to the injury of the public, and threatening, if not 

averted, to materially prejudice the interests of trade and commerceé.ò (Washington State 

Legislature 1877:230). 

 

A subsequent measure, An Act To Encourage the Establishment of Hatching-Houses on the Waters of 

the Columbia River, for the Propagation of Salmon, also established the position of Washington Fish 

Commissioner to supervise the Columbia River fisheries. The Washington commissioner would 

coordinate with the fish commissioner of Oregon, oversee the collection of license fees and fines, and 

report to the Territorial Assembly on the progress of salmon protection and propagation (Washington 

State Legislature 1877:294-295).  In the first mention of artificial propagation in the Washington 

legislative record, another provision of the act specified that the funds raised through enforcement of 

 
3 Standard citations for Congressional bills and resolutions have been included in the text.  The various laws relating to the development of 
todayôs U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service can be found at https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45265. 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R45265
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the fishing regulations would be used for the development of ñhatching-houses.ò Any individuals or 

companies were entitled to a pro rata share of this fund if they could prove they had developed facilities 

to hatch salmon that were used to stock or supply the Columbia River. The fish commissioner was to 

report ñthe condition, progress, success, (etc.) of the hatching-houses, all hints, suggestions or 

information on the subject of food-fish propagation and such matter as may be valuable in legislation for 

the protection or preservation of food-fishes and the salmon fisheries of the Columbia Riverò 

(Washington State Legislature 1877:296).  
 

However, the final provision of this act 

mandated that copies of this legislation 

would be conveyed to the governor of 

Oregon, and that these laws would not be 

fully enacted until the Oregon Legislature 

passed similar measures (Washington 

State Legislature 1877:296). Oregon 

failed to act, however, and, as a result, 

the Washington Territorial Legislature 

repealed the measure in October of 1881 

(Washington State Legislature 1881:190-

191). While the lack of a cooperative 

effort with Oregon undercut Washingtonôs 

first attempts to establish a functioning 

fisheries program under territorial 

government, the need for oversight and regulation of the commercial fisheries industry to protect 

fish resources remained essential.  

Early State Fisheries Legislation Lays the Groundwork for Hatchery Construction 

 

On November 11, 1889, President Benjamin Harrison signed Proclamation 294 formally making 

Washington the 42nd state in the Union.4 Recently elected legislators were already gathered in Olympia 

to begin the work of governing the new state, which had grown from a population of less than 3,000 

when territorial status was first conferred to more than 250,000 by the time of statehood. In addition to 

basic organizational measures, the legislature also passed numerous laws that reflected regulatory 

concerns and commercial protections that were enacted during the territorial period (Brazier 2000:41-

43).    

  

Fisheries legislation, for example, was one of the early actions taken by the new state legislature during 

its first session, which extended into early 1890. In an Act for the Protection of Fish the Fish 

Commissioner was given the power, if necessary, to select and purchase suitable land, build, and 

operate hatcheries that would supply young fish to replenish runs. Governor Elisha Ferry appointed 

James Crawford of Vancouver as the first fish commissioner (Berg 1971:11).  In his initial annual report, 

Commissioner Crawford described his duties, including the selection of three deputy commissioners, 

each of whom represented one of the main commercial fishing districts of the state: the Columbia River, 

the Shoalwater Bay/Grays Harbor area, and Puget Sound. Crawford decided to locate the Fish 

 
4 President Harrisonôs proclamation followed the Enabling Act of 1889 (25 Stat. 676, chs 180) of Fen. 22, 1889, that permitted Montana and 
Washington to enter the Union. 

Figure 1. Legislation excerpt on hatching houses.  
(Washington State Legislature 1877:295) 
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Commissionôs office in Tacoma to be central to all of these regions. Primarily concerned with the 

marketable output of each district, Crawfordôs report also detailed the enforcement measures that were 

enacted to protect the stateôs waters from industrial pollutants and to stop over-fishing (State Fish 

Commissioner 1890:5-6, 31-33).  

 

During his first year in office, Commissioner Crawford also conducted a survey to seek information on 

the success rates for artificial fish propagation in other states and countries. The positive responses he 

received from his correspondents convinced him that the development of hatcheries was an 

appropriate remedy for declining fish populations. As he wrote in his annual report: ñIf the food fish are 

not replenished by artificial hatching, then I am afraid with the increase in our population and the 

increased amount of fish taken to meet demand, our fish industry will become, if not exterminated, 

sadly impoverishedò (State Fish Commissioner 1890:25). 

 

The acceptance of the value of fish propagation was slow to spread in the United States, in part 

because of the lack of university and governmental programs in fisheries management. Simple artificial 

propagation techniques had been used in Asia and Europe for centuries, but the development of 

commercially viable means of supplementing runs was in its infancy worldwide. While some scientific 

research had begun, many of the early advances were based on trial-and-error experiments in the field. 

Few commercial industry leaders or agency personnel dealing with American fisheries had any real 

scientific training or understanding of the biological basis of fish populations. While Washington 

newspapers occasionally reported on artificial propagation experiments in other areas, local fisheries 

managers primarily relied on a few government reports and their own observations to support their 

decisions (Dodds 1959:125-126; The Columbian 1853:1; Puget Sound Weekly Argus 1877:4). 

 

In Washington State, Fish Commissioner James Crawford tried his own experiments in artificial 

propagation, describing his results in his 1894 annual report. He and his assistant caught some salmon 

on the Chinook River, near the mouth of the Columbia, transported them by float to a tributary creek, and 

then held them until they ripened for spawning. While many of the fish were lost as the result of the 

collapse of a holding dam, the results of the study showed Crawford and other personnel that the eggs 

gathered could be a means to supply the system. The report stated, 

 

 éwe were hampered by lack of funds, and entirely in the dark as to how to proceed, having 

never heard of any experiment at all similar, [but] I am fully satisfied with the result, and am 

confident we will have no difficulty in securing and keeping a supply of salmon sufficiently large 

to enable us to hatch from ten to twenty million of young fish annually (State Fish Commissioner 

1894:16). 

 

While overly optimistic about these early results, the experiment encouraged Crawford to continue 

pursuing an artificial propagation program and he expanded his efforts to convince legislators of the need 

for hatcheries (Department of Fisheries 1958:98). 

 

Even before Crawfordôs own experiments, he had been able to secure an initial appropriation to 

establish a hatchery program. During the 1891 legislative session, lawmakers approved $15,000 for the 

construction of the stateôs first hatchery. The act also created an ex officio Fish Commission consisting 

of the governor, the state treasurer, and the fish commissioner to purchase land and oversee the 

construction of a hatchery on either the Okanogan, Methow, or Similkameen Rivers (Washington State 
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Legislature 1891:178-179).  

 

At the time the Fish Commissioner, as well as the fishing industry, believed the situation was dire. The 

1891 salmon pack was considerably lower than in previous years and runs continued to decline. The 

U.S. Fish Commission, which by this time had built fish hatcheries in both California and Oregon, 

initially declined to build one in Washington, claiming that stateôs fishing regulations and seasonal 

closures were insufficient to ensure an adequate supply of ñparentò salmon east of the Cascades and 

thus to justify the expense of a hatchery (State Fish Commissioner 1894:14-15).  

  

The Washington legislature had responded to this situation, but the actual construction of a hatchery 

was delayed by difficulties in land acquisition. As Crawford later noted in his 1892 annual report, the 

commission located an appropriate parcel for a salmon hatchery, but because much of the land in this 

area had not yet been officially surveyed, the state could not move forward until the General Land 

Office set aside the parcel. An act of Congress was needed to expedite the process. A measure to 

authorize the purchase passed the Senate, but a House vote was never taken, forcing another yearôs 

postponement (State Fish Commissioner 1891:266, 1892:17). The parcel chosen was possibly the site 

of the Omak Hatchery, Owhi Lake Hatchery, or Pateros Hatchery in Okanogan County, but the exact 

location could not be identified (Peck 2022:April 8).  

 

First Salmon Hatcheries under 1895 Legislative Appropriations 

 

With a renewed legislative appropriation in 1895 and continuing focus on the Columbia River fisheries, 

the Fish Commission changed direction and selected a site not far from where Crawfordôs own 

propagation experiment had taken place the year before. The commission supervised the construction 

of Washingtonôs first state hatchery on three acres along the Kalama River, with a small accompanying 

ñeyeing stationò on the Chinook River near Baker Bay. At the station, Chinook salmon eggs were 

collected and kept until they reached the eyeing stage5 of development, when they could be 

transported to the Kalama facility for hatching. The commission built a small residence at the site and 

later added hatching facilities to sustain the overflow when the Kalama Hatchery was at full capacity 

(State Fish Commissioner 1896:15).   

 

Hatchery Fund and Fish Hatcheries Act of 1899  

 

While a legislative appropriation helped to provide some money for the new Kalama River Hatchery, the 

primary mechanism for future construction of new facilities was the Hatchery Fund, which was instituted 

in 1896. Monetary support was primarily supplied by the commercial fishing industry through licensing 

fees for stationary fishing equipment (including pound nets, set nets, and fish wheels) and through fines 

levied on those who violated fishing regulations (State Fish Commissioner 1896:13). 

 

By 1896, Commissioner Crawford felt a need for the rapid construction of new hatcheries to both 

augment salmon runs and to bolster the stateôs nascent economy. While a nationwide financial panic 

that began in 1893 slowed economic development, Crawford argued that the commercial fishing 

industry in Washington had suffered little and would be instrumental in future growth. In his 1896 

annual report, Crawford suggested numerous ways to increase funding capabilities and ensure 

 
5 The point of gestation where eyes are visible.  
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continued fisheries protection. He continued to propose an increase in monetary support for hatcheries 

through more comprehensive laws on fishing equipment licensing, more stringent fines for violations 

during closed seasons, the confiscation and sale of equipment seized for illegal use, and the 

confiscation and sale of fish harvested out of season (State Fish Commissioner 1896:16-19).   

 

In addition to the enactment of some of these measures, the stateôs economy was booming due to the 

Klondike Gold Rush. The discovery of gold along the Yukon River in 1897 led to an incredible exodus 

to the north, with Washington towns, particularly around Puget Sound, becoming the primary Gold 

Rush embarkation points and outfitting centers, effectively ñmining the minersò (Boswell and 

McConaghy 1996:109-110; Chasen 1981:34). In this environment of economic prosperity, the pace of 

hatchery funding and construction accelerated dramatically over the next few years.  

 

While Commissioner James Crawford had laid the basis for the stateôs fishery policy and hatchery 

development, his successors, A.C. Little (1899-1902) and T.R. Kershaw (1902-1905), presided over 

this period of extremely rapid growth. During Commissioner Littleôs term alone, 15 new hatcheries were 

constructed (Berg 1971:11). Of those constructed, the Samish, White River (Green River, Soos Creek), 

Dungeness, Nooksack, Willapa, Stillaguamish (Arlington), Little Spokane, and Colville Hatcheries are 

still extant (Peck 2022:April 8). This unprecedented period of hatchery development was initiated by the 

Fish Hatcheries Act, which was passed by the legislature in March of 1899. The measure called for the 

construction of new hatcheries, provided a prioritized list of potential hatchery locations and made 

specific appropriations for both construction and subsequent improvements (Washington State 

Legislature 1899:267-270).   

 

While the Columbia River had been the primary focus of early fisheries protection measures and 

hatchery development, by the turn of the century much of the stateôs commercial fishing had shifted to 

Puget Sound. By 1902 the region supplied over 86 percent of the total revenue that the industry 

contributed to the Washington economy as well as a similar percentage of tax revenue (State Fish 

Commissioner 1902:6). As a result, many of the new hatcheries built in 1899 during Commissioner 

Littleôs term were located in the greater Puget Sound region. Their contributions to fish runs were 

evident within a few years, prompting his successor, Commissioner Kershaw, to believe that ñwith the 

system of hatcheries now maintained in the state, not only the present supply of fish can always be 

maintained, but with each succeeding year will come an increaseò (State Fish Commissioner 1902:8). 

 

From the commissionerôs perspective, the hatcheries built along the Columbia River by both 

Washington and Oregon assured the permanency of the industry in that district and that ñthe art of 

artificial propagationò had solved the problem of restocking state waters with fish (State Fish 

Commissioner 1902:7-8). The rising importance of north Puget Sound, and the Fraser River fisheries in 

Canada, prompted Kershaw to move the commission offices to Bellingham in 1902 (State Fish 

Commission 1902:7). 

 

Game Fish Protection and Agency Development 

 

With the rapid development and financial importance of the commercial fish industry, much less 

attention was initially paid to the protection of stateôs recreational fish and wildlife populations. During 

the territorial and early statehood periods, some legislation was passed to enact seasonal closures and 

outlaw practices that threatened elk, deer, and game bird and fish populations, but these measures had 
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only limited effect. A United States Supreme Court decision in 1896 ruled that the nationôs game 

resources belonged to its citizens, prompting states to enact more stringent game protection 

regulations. Until the Geer v. Connecticut, 161 U.S. 519 (1896) decision, much of the enforcement of 

game laws in Washington had been left to the counties, which could name their own game wardens 

(Washington State Game Department 1953:3; Washington State Legislature 1897:277-278).     

 

On March 13, 1899, an Act for the Protection of Game Animals, Birds and Fish passed, creating the 

first State Game Warden position. It required that the existing fish commissioner would assume that 

position. The Game Wardenôs duties included supervision of county wardens as well as the power of 

new appointments, and specified defined seasons for recreational hunting and fishing. It also 

established tougher penalties for exceeding limits, hunting out of season, or selling wild game 

(Washington State Legislature 1899:276-277). 

 

The combination of both fisheries and game protection under one authority became a source of 

contention for those who were particularly concerned with game fish resources. Many of them believed 

that the interests of the salmon commercial fishing industry took precedence, and that the stateôs game 

and game fish populations were reaching record levels of depletion (State Fish Commissioner 

1902:20). When T.R. Kershaw took over the role of fish commissioner in 1902, he tried to dispel these 

concerns, focusing on the potential benefits to the state that more effective game management could 

bring: 

 

Under the supervision of this office is another commerce which may not be properly called an 

industry, but in the future may become a great revenue to the State. I refer to the Game 

Department. While our game laws are in a crude state, and our trout streams fished out and 

forests depleted of their kind, still it is not too late to retrieve all we have lost in this respect. If new 

laws are enacted and properly adhered to, we can yet make Washington one of the greatest 

sporting paradises in the world (Washington State Game Department 1953:3).  

 

From the perspective of sport fishermen, Commissionerôs Kershawôs initiatives were instrumental in 

new efforts for artificial propagation of game fish. The Lake Chelan Hatchery, constructed at the mouth 

of the Stehekin River in 1903, was the stateôs first trout hatchery. It was followed by the Walla Walla 

Hatchery, a privately funded facility in the city of Walla Walla, later taken over by the state, and then the 

Little Spokane Hatchery, which was converted from salmon to trout production in 1905 (Washington 

State Game Department 1953:10).  

 

Early Twentieth-Century Legislative Oversight of Fish and Game Management: An Uneasy 

Partnership 

 

For the next few decades, efforts to separate fish and game management continued but were generally 

met with opposition. Various legislation started to separate the two functions. Among them were the 

following: 

 

1913 Game Code (Washington State Legislature 1913:356-380) 

The 1913 Game Code set up a system of county Game Commissions consisting of three members 

chosen by their respective county commissioners to carry out laws related to game and game fish 

protection. A Chief Game Warden living west of the Cascade Mountains was appointed by the governor 
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to oversee the work of the commissions, along with a Deputy Chief Game Warden from east of the 

Cascades. While the intent of the measure was to separate the duties of the game warden from the fish 

commissioner, Governor Ernest Lister circumvented this provision by also appointing L.H. Darwin, the fish 

commissioner at that time, to the Chief Game Warden position. 

 

1915 Fisheries Code (Washington State Legislature 1915:67-108)  

In 1915, the legislature passed an extensive fisheries code that incorporated a wide range of measures 

pertaining exclusively to the protection and preservation of food fish and shellfish.  Unlike the previous 

codes, the measure dealt with salmon but also made important provisions for game fish and shellfish. Any 

previous laws that conflicted with this new set of measures were automatically repealed. Fish 

Commissioner L.H. Darwin called the code: ñéby far the best set of laws governing and regulating the 

fisheries of this state that has ever been enacted.ò (State Fish Commissioner 1917:7). 

 

Among its provisions, the code established specific locations that were essentially limited to sport fishing 

by hook and line gear requirements and set specific seasons and, for the first time, commercial catch size 

limits. It also prohibited a variety of practices including gaffing, snagging, shooting, and spearing of fish. 

 

The code guaranteed Native Americans the right to fish without a license on streams within five (5) miles 

of their reservation and in saltwater within one-half mile of the shore, but it also restricted their fishing 

rights through such actions as limiting net sizes (Austin 1972, 3-4). 

 

The operations of the department were to be supported by the commercial fishing industry and not by 

taxpayer funds, which, according to the State Fish Commissioner, would provide much greater revenue 

than in the past (State Fish Commissioner 1917:7, 26). 

 

1921  Department of Fisheries & Game (Administrative Code, Section 107, March 2, 1921, 58-61) 

 Game and Game Fish (Washington State Legislature 1921:120-136) 

Finally, after much negotiation, a new state agency was established. The governor was given the power 

to appoint three members to the Fisheries Board, which governed the new Department of Fisheries & 

Game. The Director of the new department was given general supervisory duties and oversight of both a 

Division of Fisheries and a Division of Game and Game Fish. The position of State Game Warden was 

abolished and supervisors who reported to the director took charge of the fisheries and game and game 

fish divisions. County game commissions appointed their own county wardens and were in charge of 

enforcement of game laws as well as construction and maintenance of hatcheries. The Game and Game 

Fish Division had a five-member advisory commission whose members were elected by a state 

association of county game commissioners and met with the director to discuss policy and apportion 

funds. The division was funded almost entirely from the proceeds of licenses and fines for game law 

violations. 

 

The Fisheries Board, rather than the legislature, was given the power to establish departmental 

regulations, allowing for a more flexible and speedy process but also adding to the number and 

complexity of fisheries laws. Throughout their tenure, members of the board set aside numerous areas 

that became known as salmon preservesðareas, often at river mouths, where only hook and line catch 

was permitted (Austin 1972:5). 

 

1929  Fisheries Board (Washington State Legislature 1929:209) 

Such power led to the abolishment of the Fisheries Board in 1929 which gave its regulatory powers to the 

Director of Fisheries & Game. Among the directorôs orders were new regulations that focused on defining 

areas where commercial fishing could and could not take place, establishing new closure periods, and 

limiting net size and equipment (Austin 1972:7, 16). 
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The 1932 Separation of Washingtonôs Fish and Game Management 

 

Confusion over responsibilities, jurisdiction, and purpose led to a citizensô initiative in 1932 which 

expanded state control over game and game fish management and finalized the movement toward 

complete separation of the fisheries and game programs. Called Initiative 62 it was primarily developed 

and promoted by the Washington State Conservation Association and was strongly supported by 

sportsmen. The goal was to create an entirely separate agency, the Department of Game, and to 

increase efficiency and balance by centralizing oversight and funding for game management 

throughout the state. 

 

1932  Initiative 62  

 An act relating to wild animals, wild birds and game fish and providing for state control and regulation 

thereof; creating a state Department of Game; providing for the appointment of certain officers in 

connection therewith and defining their powers and duties; amending chapter 7, Laws of 1921, and 

chapter 178, Laws Extraordinary Session of 1925, and repealing certain acts and parts of acts (Hinkle 

1932). 

 

The county game commissions opposed the move, calling it the ñFishy Initiativeò in a newspaper 

advertisement and questioning the constitutionality of the measure as well as the potential politicization 

of the program (Binns 1932a:25; Seattle Daily Times 1932:3). The proponents of the initiative, 

countered with a fundraising and publicity effort, labeling the previous system as ñantiquatedò and 

arguing that politics would not be an issue, since funding for the agency would be coming from 

licensing fees supported by the stateôs recreational community and not the stateôs general fund (Binns 

1932a:25, 1932b:14). 

 

While the previous Game Code of 1913 gave individual county game commissions the authority to 

enact and enforce laws related to game management in their jurisdictions, only some were successful 

in building their own programs. Others had more limited game resources and did not receive sufficient 

revenue from licensing to support new initiatives, including hatchery construction. While many counties 

built their own hatcheries, others did not have the resources to develop or maintain a propagation 

program (Washington State Game Commission 1934:3). 

 

The measure passed in the general election, however, because the margin of victory was relatively 

small (less than 40,000 votes), the commission made public education about the new system a top 

priority. While there was some resistance among the former county game commissions, the 

development of an effective statewide agency framework eased the handover of county facilities and 

many of the county commissions quickly complied (Binns1932c:14; Washington State Game 

Commission 1934:3). 

 

As a result of Initiative 62, a new State Game Commission was established, with Governor C.D. Martin 

appointing six members, each representing a different region of Washington. Among their first actions, 

the commissioners canvassed the state, met with sportsmenôs groups, and developed seven different 

game management districts. Since the initiative had given the commission power to pass regulations 

but not the power of enforcement, the commissioners also spent time lobbying for House Bill 118, 

which, when passed, allowed them to impose penalties for game law violations (Washington State 

Game Commission 1934:4). 
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While much of the focus was on the new Department of Game, the Department of Fisheries also 

underwent significant changes during the 1930s. All regulations for food fish management needed to be 

rewritten as a result of the initiative, although restrictions on fishing seasons, areas, and gear remained 

mostly unchanged (Austin 1972:7). 

 

Effects of the Great Depression on Fish and Game Legislation and Funding 

 

The separation of the Department of Game, and the Department of Fisheries coincided with the Great 

Depression. While the economic downturn had a substantial impact not only on state revenue but on 

the personal income of most citizens, the operations of the new agency did not suffer. Demand for 

fishing, hunting, and other recreational opportunities continued to rise throughout this period. During the 

worst years of the Depression, the department lowered license fees, thus expanding access to outdoor 

resources to a much broader segment of the population. From 1933 to 1939, the number of licenses 

sold rose nearly 69 percent from 130,000 to more than 219,000. Despite the lower income from each 

license, the amount available in the Game Fund was not only maintained, but actually expanded 

(Washington State Game Commission 1938:7). A measure passed in 1937 established that 50 percent 

of the fines and forfeitures in the fund would be given to the counties where the infractions occurred 

(Washington State Legislature 1937:979; Washington State Game Commission 1940:5, 31). 

 

This revenue would not likely have covered any extensive expansion during the period, but both the 

Department of Game and the Department of Fisheries received substantial funding and manpower from 

national programs. In the early 1930s the Roosevelt administration initiated federal relief and recovery 

efforts, collectively known as the New Deal, to provide jobs and stimulate economic growth through a 

variety of conservation, infrastructure, and rehabilitation projects on the federal, state, and local levels. 

The Civil Works Administration (CWA), the Public Works Administration (PWA), and the Works 

Progress Administration (WPA) were among a number of these government programs to provide 

support and labor needed to carry out many projects on the stateôs priority list, many of which included 

fisheries protection and hatchery renovations, construction, and additions (Department of Fisheries 

1935:3, 12). 

 

While many of these new projects were focused on fish protection, other Depression-era initiatives, 

including major dam construction and other public works projects throughout the American West, could 

severely affect fisheries resources from the perspective of the Department of Fisheries (Department of 

Fisheries 1939:1).  New legislation allowed the states to accept federal money for rehabilitation of fish 

habitat during the construction of dams (Washington State Legislature 1939:177-178). Both the 

Department of Game, and the Department of Fisheries also advocated for increased state oversight 

and permitting powers over hydroelectric projects that would affect both stream flow and fish passage 

(Washington State Legislature 1943:79-80).   

 

Legislation during World War II  

 

By 1944, wartime needs led to the end of most federal relief programs, including the CWA and the 

WPA, as many citizens were called to armed service and resources were redirected to support the 

needs of the military and the home front. Responding to fiscal concerns, funds from fines increased for 

violations of fisheries laws. The powers of the Director of the Department of Fisheries were also 
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expanded during this time to include stronger control over the Fisheries Fund, which was established 

for the ñpropagation, protection and preservationò of fisheries resources. (Washington State Legislature 

1943 82-83, 85-87). However, the Fisheries Fundôs days were numbered. The legislature enacted a 

number of emergency measures to provide needed funds and focus production and resource 

management on the war effort, affecting both the Department of Fisheries, and the Department of 

Game. The Fisheries Fund, which had helped to support the Department of Fisheries through taxes 

and licensing fees, was abolished and any funds collected were placed in the stateôs General Fund 

(Washington State Legislature 1945:500-501).  

 

At the time, some Washington citizens were even suggesting that all fisheries regulations should be 

suspended to benefit those who were suffering from wartime deprivations. Instead, restrictions were 

placed on the location and amount of catch that was allowed for personal use as part of national 

defense mandates. During the war years there was still an increasing demand for fish resources both 

commercially and among sportsmen, and the situation provided an important argument for continued 

conservation and protection measures by the state (Washington State Game Commission 1944:7).  

 

Changes to Fish and Game Codes after World War II 

 

With the end of World War II and its associated national priorities, it provided an opportunity for the 

State of Washington to reevaluate its legislation on the management of salmon and game fish. Several 

new pieces of legislation passed. These included: 

 

1947 Game Code (Washington State Legislature 1947:1196-1252) 

According to a departmental description from the period, the new Game Code represented revisions and 

recodification of decades of game laws and was the result of ñtwo years study by game officials, 

representatives of the Attorney Generalôs office, and sportsmen. Consultations were held with other 

states to determine features of their game laws that might be favorably adopted for use in this state.ò The 

Game Code enhanced the powers of the Director of Game, and the Game Commission gave him control 

of the organization and operation of the department. Revenue to support the program continued to be 

independent from the state budget, coming from licensing, sports equipment sales taxes, and other funds 

(Washington State Archives ca. 1947).  

 

1949 Fisheries Code (Washington State Legislature 1949:253-306)  

The rewriting of the Fisheries Code represented a reappraisal of the operations of the Department of 

Fisheries much like the efforts of the Department of Game. Obsolete laws were removed and a greater 

emphasis on conservation and a balanced approach to the needs of multiple constituents was included in 

new policy (Anderson 1950; Department of Fisheries 1948:8). 

 

Post-War Funding for the Department of Game 

 

In the 1950s and 1960s the Department of Game remained relatively self-sufficient, as its main source 

of revenue came from the sales of licenses as well as other taxes paid by sportsmen rather than from 

the stateôs General Fund. The substantial rise in the numbers of Washingtonôs citizens using wildlife 

resources during this period initially provided sufficient funding for departmental operations, despite the 

expanding land base that the department managed as well as the pressures put on its fish and game 

resources due to the stateôs increasing population density and industrial growth. Within a decade or 

two, however, there were increasing signs that this type of funding could not continue to support 
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expanding usage and still provide the infrastructure, research, and propagation facilities needed to 

protect fish and wildlife resources (Legislative Interim Committee 1969:20-21).   

 

Legislative Interim Committees on Game and Game Fish in the 1950s and 1960s 

 

During the decades that followed the post-war period, several legislative interim committees were 

authorized to review game policy and assess the status of the stateôs wildlife resources. While 

recognizing that the department could face financial issues in the future, the committee formed during 

the 1955-1957 biennium praised its balanced budgets and made no specific recommendations for 

changing its funding basis. Committee members noted the declining number of new license-holders but 

primarily blamed the growing number of free licenses that were issued by the department. A majority of 

the departmentôs expenditures were used to support fish and game protection and the upkeep of its 

physical holdings, including 24 hatcheries as well as game farms, game ranges, and public fishing and 

hunting areas. The committee supported the Department of Gameôs continuing land acquisitions, its 

ongoing program to improve relations with farmers and other landowners, the development of access 

arrangements for sportsmen, and construction of fencing to prevent game depredation of crops. 

Committee members also addressed the problem that steelhead, which were considered game fish in 

Washington, were being caught in the state but shipped to Oregon, where they could be sold 

commercially (Washington State Archives, Report of the Interim Committee, typescript).  

 

An interim committee that was authorized nearly a decade later during the 1967-1969 biennium formed 

a very different opinion of the departmentôs status (House Concurrent Resolution 54, April 1967). By 

that time, the department estimated over 700,000 anglers fished the stateôs streams and approximately 

330,000 hunted for its wildlife. These numbers were in addition to the recreationists who enjoyed over 

650,000 acres of public wildlife areas in a ñnon-consumptiveò way (Legislative Interim Committee 

1969:4-5). While the Game Fund remained strong and the department was efficient in its use of funds, 

the committee found that ñit is also apparent the funds for game and game fish management are at 

maximum allocation and future financial starvation threatens present public service levelsò (Legislative 

Interim Committee 1969:6). While the committee recommended a future reexamination of the licensing 

system as a basis for funding, for the short-term they proposed a small additional permit fee for 

steelhead fishing, which was the most popular and widely recognized of the stateôs game fish 

opportunities (Legislative Interim Committee 1969:20-21). 

 

Referendum 18 of 1968: Land Acquisition 

 

In recognition that a sufficient land base was required to protect wildlife populations while maintaining 

recreational opportunities, the legislature in 1967 passed Referendum Bill 18, which was submitted to 

the voters in the November 1968 general election. The act authorized the issuance and sale of $40 

million in state bonds to finance the purchase of land as well as the development of outdoor 

recreational facilities. Half of these funds were allocated to state agencies for land acquisition and 

development, while the other half went to local public entities for similar purchases in their own 

jurisdictions (Washington State Legislature 1967:2975). The measure gained solid support from voters, 

who passed it by more than a 2-to-1 margin (Seattle Daily Times 1968:8). 
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The Boldt Decision 

 

The Boldt Decision, a United States District Court Case, ended the role of the Department of Fisheries 

as the sole development and management agency of state-run hatcheries in 1974 (Dougherty 2020; 

United States District Court for the Western District of Washington 1974). Fish, particularly salmon, 

have always played a central role in Native culture of the Northwest as a vital food source, trade item, 

and focal point of tribal social, religious, and ceremonial practices. As Euro-American settlers came into 

the region, tribal control of fisheries and their commercial harvesting potential was increasingly 

contested. The earliest settlers recognized the benefit of mutual exchange and relied on Native peoples 

to provide fish, furs, and other goods and services, but as the number of more permanent settlers grew, 

those relationships slowly changed. Tensions rose as the choicest lands and home sites claimed by 

settlers were frequently the location of Native camping, fishing, and village sites. These traditional 

resource-gathering grounds were often exploited by settlers for their commercial potential or fenced by 

farmers to contain their livestock and mark their property. Once a governmental framework was 

imposed with its own rules and restrictions, these boundaries were further solidified (Bentley 1992:1-2). 

 

The American governmentôs initial attempt to define relationships with Native peoples of the region 

began when Oregon Territory was created but intensified when Washington Territory was carved out of 

the northern portion of Oregon in March of 1853. At that time Isaac Ingalls Stevens, an Army officer and 

would-be politician, was appointed Washingtonôs first territorial governor and also named ex-officio 

Superintendent of Indian Affairs. Stevens mandated that settlers make treaties with the Native peoples 

of Washington and extinguish their title to lands that American settlers had already claimed. The new 

government policy attempted to use treaties as a means to set aside a number of small ñIndian 

territories,ò or reservations, for tribes while opening the remainder of their ancestral territory for 

settlement (Prucha 1984:235; Richards 1993:194-195). 

 

Treaty Rights 

Governor Stevens appointed local representatives as Indian agents to oversee governmental 

regulations with area tribes and then organized a commission to develop treaty plans. In late December 

of 1854 he began a series of formal negotiations with various tribes around the territory. The Medicine 

Creek Treaty was signed as part of the initial treaty-making session with Native people of south Puget 

Sound on Nisqually Flats, an area near the mouth of Medicine Creek in what is now Pierce County. It 

was followed in January 1855 by negotiation with the peoples of northeast Puget Sound, resulting in 

what became known as the Point Elliott Treaty. To complete this round of talks, Stevens then signed 

two more treaties with Puget Sound and coastal peoples before heading east over the mountains to 

begin the process with the interior tribes. Joel Palmer, Oregonôs Superintendent of Indian Affairs, joined 

treaty sessions in the Walla Walla Valley, where tribes of the Columbia Basin, including the Nez Perce, 

Walla Walla, Cayuse, Yakama, and Umatilla met in contentious negotiations (Harmon 1998:78-80; 

Marino 1990:169-170; Richards 1993:211-212; 215-222). 

 

Tribes quickly became disillusioned with the slow pace of treaty ratification by Congress, the loss of 

land and the governmentôs failure to fulfill treaty obligations. Repeated settler incursions on reservation 

lands led to hostilities throughout Washington Territory that have come to be known as the Treaty 

Wars. While relatively short-lived, these tensions underscored the dislocation and fears of tribal 

signatories, who were deeply concerned about the governmentôs failure to protect their means of 

subsistence. Treaty provisions had included promises to provide access to traditional resources and 
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tribal leaders expressed continuing concern that these promises were not being kept (Miles 2003:18; 

White 1972:62-63). 

 

As General Gaines, a Lummi elder who attended the treaty proceedings, later testified, the government 

had promised his people access to their best fishing and hunting sites: 

ñI was at Muckleteoh when Gov. Stevens made the treaty with our people in 1855. Gov. Stevens 

told the Indians they could go anywhere on the salt water where they were accustomed to catch 

salmon, or dig clams or hunt deer or ducks; that the treaty would not confine us to the reservation 

when we wanted to hunt or fish and that we could fish where we were used toéò (Affidavit of 

General Gaines in U.S., Hillaire, Crockett and Captain Jack v. Alaska Packing Association, June 

21, 1895, U.S. District Court, Northern Division, at National Archives and Records Center, Seattle, 

WA.). 

 

The articles in the treaties that were viewed as protecting these subsistence rights were variations on 

the following language in the Point Elliott Treaty: 

ñThe right of taking fish at usual and accustomed grounds and stations is further secured to said 

Indians in common with all citizens of the Territory, and of erecting temporary houses for the 

purposes of curing, together with the privilege of hunting and gathering roots and berries on open 

and unclaimed lands. Provided, however, that they shall not take shell-fish from any beds staked 

or cultivated by citizens.ò  

 

Governor Stevens justified the inclusion of these rights for Native peoples because they would promote 

self-sufficiency and generally would not interfere with the needs of Washingtonôs other citizens, but 

rather would allow Indians to continue providing them with food as needed. In turn, the Indian 

signatories believed that through these treaties, they had reserved the right to fish in perpetuity as well 

as to hunt and gather in their traditional territories to maintain their critical subsistence needs (Lewis 

2003:290).   

 

While treaty attendees and their descendants were very clear about the intent of these provisions, 

interpretations of the articles by non-Indians remained in dispute for the next 120 years. Initially, there 

was little overt resistance by non-Indians to the treaty terms, as fishing and hunting resources remained 

plentiful, but as statehood brought a broader regulatory system and continuing population and 

commercial growth, conflicts emerged. As one commentator has suggested: 

ñLand that had once belonged to the Indians, and was deeded to the Territory under the Stevens 

treaties, eventually fell into the hands of white fishermen, who took no great delight in seeing a 

group of Indians regularly march across private property to plant their poles and nets in the now 

highly valuable óusual and accustomedô fishing places.ò (Landau 1980: 419-420, as quoted in 

Bentley 1992:2) 

 

The State and Indian Fishing  

Relationships were possibly even more tenuous between Native peoples and the state agencies 

overseeing fish and wildlife. While the treaties recognized the very long and integral relationship of 

various tribal groups to the regionôs lands, waters, and resources, their continued use of all these ñusual 

and accustomedò places sometimes brought them into conflict with the resource management goals of 

various agencies. The idea that Indian people were not subject to catch limits or restrictions placed on 

fish and game seasons or types of fishing gear caused consternation. 
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Hatcheries were naturally located near areas that were prime Indian fishing grounds, camps, or village 

sites, and complaints that fish traps and nets interrupted spawning salmon on the way to a newly 

constructed hatchery in 1899, soon after the Department of Fisheries was established, was merely an 

indication of some of the issues to come. As the fish commissioner wrote in his annual report of that 

year: ñWe finally prevailed upon the Indians to remove their obstructions, but it was found to be too late 

to be of much benefit to our hatchery. We sincerely hope that the Legislature will provide some means 

by which we can prevent the placing of obstructions of this character on any of our hatchery streamsò 

(State Fish Commissioner 1899-1900:111). 

 

From the Native perspective, restrictions on time-honored subsistence traditions threatened not only 

treaty rights and livelihoods but also spiritual beliefs. State laws banning various Indian fishing practices 

had grown steadily during the late nineteenth century, and they were enforced initially on non-

reservation lands and eventually on reservations as well. Even when many local tribal groups adapted 

to the evolving economy of the region and the commercial exploitation of fisheries, their roles as both 

fishers and wageworkers in local canneries were threatened and often curtailed by the political 

dominance of non-Native populations who sought to exclude them from these occupations. At the same 

time, overfishing and the proliferation of fish traps and other apparatus by commercial industries 

continued to cause significant declines in salmon populations and other fisheries despite the increased 

use of artificial propagation (Boxberger 2000: viii-ix; 54-57). 

 

While, at times, these conflicts could be resolved with negotiation and compromise, struggles continued 

over competing interests and escalated from legislative enactments to judicial appeals. On the federal 

level, United States v. Winans (198 U.S. 371, 381 (1905)) acknowledged the Tribesô special treaty-

affirmed rights, even on private land, but also recognized the stateôs ability to regulate those rights. 

Using this precedent, the 1915 Fisheries Code (Chap 31: 67-108, March 6, 1915) guaranteed Indians 

the right to fish within one-half mile of their reservations in marine waters and within five miles along 

streams but limited the size of nets and other apparatus. Within the bounds of their reservations, 

however, the tribes could set their own regulations with the advice and assent of the Office of Indian 

Affairs (Austin 1972:4; Cobb 1917:25; Galligan and Reynvaan 1981:104). 

 

Most of the tribes retained their belief that treaty rights extended to all traditional fishing places, 

including those outside reservation boundaries or the limits set by the Fisheries Code, and they 

continued to frequent those sites. As they had for decades, the Department of Fisheries and Game 

protested the use of nets on streams where salmon were spawning. In 1915, the department appealed 

to the Washington Attorney General when efforts to work with Indian agents to stop these practices in 

various parts of the state did not yield the desired results. The Attorney General advised that treaty 

rights did not make tribes immune from state laws. Violators of fishery laws in several counties were 

arrested and, in each case, with the exception of Benton County, local justices upheld the stateôs 

enforcement of its laws. The Benton County case went to the Washington State Supreme Court, where 

the county courtôs verdict was overturned. In a similar New York case that was appealed to the U.S. 

Supreme Court, Indians were found to be subject to state law, except on the reservation land (State 

Fish Commissioner 1917:32-33). 

 

Battles over comparable rulings related to commercial fishing laws imposed by the state continued in 

the courts over the next few decades. Washington maintained its claim of regulatory power over Indian 
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fishing, interpreting the ñin common with all citizensò clause in the treaties to mean that the tribes must 

be subject to state control. Native fishermen had a very different interpretation, demanding unimpeded 

fishing rights at all ñusual and accustomedò places. By the 1930s and 1940s, conservation of fisheries 

also became an issue, with the state arguing that the Indian netting and other violations of fish and 

game laws jeopardized the health and size of salmon and steelhead runs. While the tremendous rise in 

sport fishing of salmon during this period was also a major contributing factor to fisheries declines, as 

was increased industrialization and pollution of waters, Native fishers remained a focus. 

 

Washingtonôs restrictive regulations on Indian fishing in streams throughout the state and strict 

enforcement policies eventually led to a period of civil disobedience that brought publicity and renewed 

attention to the Indianôs cause. While this defiance had been prevalent in the 1940s, fish-ins where 

Indians publicly fished in defiance of state law began in the 1950s and led to much larger protests in the 

1960s, resulting in arrests and jail time for some of its leaders. Robert Satiacum of the Puyallup and 

protest leader Billy Frank, Jr. of the Nisqually, drew national attention for their cause (Bentley 1992:3). 

 

United States v. Washington 

At an impasse, the issue of the interpretation of treaty rights went back to the judiciary. A series of 

rulings culminated with Judge George Boldtôs decision in United States v. Washington (384 F Supp 

312, 1974), a case originally brought by 13 Western Washington tribes, who were later joined by the 

federal government. In this case, the courts decided that the treaty language entitled the tribes to what 

one legal scholar has called a ñtrinity of rights: the right of access, the right of equitable apportionment, 

and the right of habitat.ò (Lewis 2002-2003: 281). Later phases of the Boldt decision as well as opinions 

in subsequent cases established the ñbedrock principlesò of the Stevens treaties. Right of access 

assured Indians the ability to cross or utilize state or private property in order to reach their usual and 

accustomed fishing grounds. The treaties also gave them the right of equitable apportionment or, in 

other words, the right to catch up to half of the harvestable fish runs and maintain an adequate supply 

of fish. The third right, of habitat, argues that the environmental conditions fish need to survive must be 

protected, preserved and maintained in order to guarantee an equitable and sustainable catch (Lewis 

2003:283, 292-295). The Boldt Decision changed the role of the Department of Fisheries as the sole 

development and management agency of state-run hatcheries from 1974 forward. Such context will be 

developed under a future MPD. 

 

 

Fisheries Hatchery Construction in Washington State (1889-1974) 

 

The legislation that provided the foundation for the effort to establish an artificial fish propagation 

program when Washington became a state was introduced during the first legislative session in 1889-

1890, and efforts to locate potential hatchery sites began immediately.  

 

Hatcheries were relatively new in the United States at the time of Washington statehood but had earlier 

roots in Europe and the Far East. Some sources indicate that simple artificial propagation methods for 

fisheries may have been practiced in ancient China as well as Greece and Rome. The Germans had 

begun to develop more sophisticated techniques beginning in the 18th century, and the French soon 

followed. By the mid-19th century, the practice of fish breeding had spread to the United States, where 

research by both private industry and government had quickly propelled the country into a leadership 

role. While early interest was focused on reviving fish stocks on the East Coast, recognition of the need 
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for new methods to address declining Pacific salmon runs took on greater urgency by the last few 

decades of the century. The fishing and canning industries, which played a leading role in the young 

Northwest economy, were seeking answers, as they were already seeing significant effects to their 

viability and growth by these declines (Dodds 1959:125-126; Stevenson 1903:594). 

 

The first recognition of the commercial potential of artificial fish-culture in North America had begun with 

the breeding of trout in New York during the Civil War era, but it was soon followed by the 

establishment in 1869 of an Atlantic salmon breeding station on the Miramichi River in New Brunswick, 

Canada, by Livingston Stone, who later became one of Americaôs leading hatchery experts. The 

Canadian government at first banned export of the salmon eggs to the United States but later agreed to 

sell themðat an exorbitant price. Americans would not submit to this competitive disadvantage for long, 

and commercial fish-culture rapidly gained a footing in the country with the establishment of the U.S. 

Commission of Fish and Fisheries (most often referred to as the U.S. Fish Commission) in 1871 and 

the founding of the American Fish Culturistsô Association in the same year. Both the federal 

government and private industry promoted new research and funded the development of hatcheries, 

but individual states rapidly followed (State Fish Commissioner 1898:27-28).  

 

Early Washington State Salmon Hatcheries (1889-1913) 

The First Hatcheries 

While territorial legislation proposed the development of hatcheries in Washington as early as 1877, the 

failure of attempts to coordinate with Oregon, which shared a border but also competed with 

Washington for Columbia River fishery resources, impeded theses early efforts. Washington Territory 

evidently did provide some funding support during that period to the Oregon and Washington Fish 

Propagating Company, probably the earliest private hatchery established in the region. This plant, 

located on the Clackamas River, was under the direction of Livingston Stone, who also maintained his 

position as an important advisor to the U.S. Fish Commission. The hatchery had only limited success, 

however, and shut down in 1880, although the facility was later reopened and operated by the Oregon 

Fish Commission (Dodds 1959:127). 

 

With Washington statehood and then the passage of legislation in 1890 to develop a fisheries program, 

efforts to establish hatcheries that would augment the important Columbia River fish runs ramped up 

quickly. James Crawford, the first fish commissioner, who had surveyed experts in other countries and 

even conducted his own trial egg-gathering experiment, became a strong advocate for artificial 

propagation as an essential step towards the preservation of fish runs. In 1891, the legislature provided 

an initial appropriation of $15,000 to build the stateôs first hatchery, but troubles with obtaining the 

desired land for the facility and other issues delayed construction until 1895, when a new and slightly 

larger appropriation was passed. While a fund created a base of support, initial legislation did not 

provide for hatchery staff salaries, maintenance, nor a means to initiate the licensing and enforcement 

systems (Department of Fisheries 1958:98; State Fish Commissioner 1890:22-25, 1891:266, 1896:13-

19; Washington State Legislature 1891:178-179). 
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The construction of the early hatcheries was directly tied to the importance of the commercial salmon 

fishing and canning industry to the state economy. During the first decade of statehood, the fishing 

industry often led the three other major industriesðcoal, lumber, and agricultureðin its contributions to 

Washingtonôs commerce and the value of its products. A substantial portion of the job of the fish 

commissioner was to document the health of the salmon fishing industry by recording the income, 

catch, and number of people working in the industry, in addition to the size of runs and other fisheries 

data. While in most respects, the practices of some of the commercial fishing and canning companies 

were causing the decline, members of the industry were willing to pay licensing fees and support 

regulatory efforts in order to ensure a long-term supply of fish. Interestingly, it was the fish 

commissioner who also defended the 

industries when they were attacked for not 

paying an even larger share of the costs of 

restoring the stateôs fish runs (State Fish 

Commissioner 1901:6-7, 1902:18-19). 

 

At the time the Columbia River was the 

focus of the salmon fishing industry, so it 

was also the focus of the stateôs initial 

salmon propagation efforts. The fish 

commissioners scouted a number of sites 

along tributaries of the river to find a 

suitable location and finally chose one on 

the Kalama River about four miles north of 

the town of Kalama (State Fish 

Commissioner 1896:14): 

 

Name Location 
Date of 

Construction 

Kalama Hatchery Kalama River, Cowlitz County 1894 ï 1895  

The Kalama Hatchery was built between 1894 and 1895 and is considered the stateôs first hatchery. In 

his annual report, the State Fish Commissioner James Crawford described the facility built at the site: 

ñA two-story building, 40 x 100 feet, was erected and equipped with every modern appliance necessary 

for the successful operation of a salmon hatchery (Figure 2). The water for the hatching house is carried 

from a small stream for a distance of about a fourth of a mile. The upper story of the building is 

partitioned off into a sitting room, sleeping rooms and store rooms. The capacity of the hatchery was 

four million last season, and this year I have had enough more hatching troughs constructed to increase 

the capacity to six millionsò (State Fish Commissioner 1896:15).  

 

Figure 2. A photo of the original hatchery building at 

Kalama Hatchery. (Cumbow 1977:17) 
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The hatcheryôs location allowed staff to take spawning salmon nearby, but eggs were also collected 

near the mouth of the river and held at what was called an eyeing station. The eggs were kept at this 

small facility until they had completed the eyeing stage of development, usually about three weeks, 

when they were then transported to a hatchery. Eyeing stations generally consisted of some troughs 

either under a rough canopy or in a small building and a cabin for staff.  Funds for improvements 

appropriated in 1899 included the addition of another eyeing station about two and a half miles 

downriver from the Kalama Hatchery site. 

 

Meanwhile, the state worked on developing hatcheries elsewhere in Washington. These included: 

 

Name Location 
Date of 

Construction 

Chinook Hatchery Chinook Creek, Pacific County 1894 ï 1897  

This facility was located on Chinook Creek, approximately one mile from the village of Chinook. It 

operated for two seasons solely as an egg station, where eggs and milt were collected from 

returning adult salmon, combined to fertilize the eggs, and held until they reached the eyed stage, 

at which point they were then shipped to the Kalama Hatchery. While some historians consider this 

hatchery to be the first operated in the state, it was not until the 1897 season that fertilized eggs 

were held until they hatched. The station included a 30ô by 80ô hatchery building with the capacity of 

4 million fertilized eggs and an 18ô by 24ô, one and one-half story residence for the superintendent 

and employees, built in 1898. The water supply was limited, and a pipeline installed in 1898 also 

proved to be of faulty construction. Much of the stock at the hatchery was caught and donated by 

pound-net fishermen or taken directly from traps in Baker Bay and then transported to the hatchery 

(State Fish Commissioner 1898:48-49, 1901:103, 1902:29; State Supervisor of Fisheries 1925:19). 

Baker Hatchery Baker Lake, Whatcom County 1896  

Located on the southern side of Baker Lake, the hatchery was approximately 35 miles northeast of 

Hamilton and accessed by a rather long and torturous trail. The lake was drained by the Baker 

River which had two major inlets, the Sutter River and Noisy Creek, and several other smaller 

streams that fed it. The location was chosen because the area included the only known spawning 

beds of the Sockeye salmon in the Puget Sound basin, but the drainage was also home to large 

runs of Coho salmon and steelhead as well as some Chinook salmon. The buildings included a 40ô 

by 100ô hatchery, a 24ô by 40ô residence of one and one-half stories in height, a storage building, a 

woodshed of 18ô by 24ô, and several smaller outbuildings. A 300-foot-long flume brought water to 

the site from a nearby stream (State Fish Commissioner 1898:49).  

Chehalis Hatchery Chehalis River, Grays Harbor County 1897 ï 1898  

The hatchery was located on the Chehalis River about four miles above the town of Montesano. 

Bad weather slowed initial construction and high water hampered the success of the hatchery 

during its first years of operation. The difficulties of securing fish also had an impact, and about 

300,000 fry per year were brought from the Kalama Hatchery to the Chehalis site (State Fish 

Commissioner 1898:50). 
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Name Location 
Date of 

Construction 

Samish Hatchery 

(Former) 
Lake Samish, Whatcom County 1897  

The last hatchery constructed during this period was a few miles from Fairhaven at Lake Samish. 

This private hatchery was built with funds raised by subscription from local residents, although the 

fish commissioner consulted on its layout and staffing. While slightly smaller in scale than the state 

hatcheries, this facility was equipped to raise about 200,000 Chinook salmon brought from the 

Kalama Hatchery in addition to Coho salmon taken from local creeks (State Fish Commissioner 

1898:50-51). This hatchery is not to be confused with the state-run facility of the same name that 

would develop within a few years as described below. 

 

During this period, the fish commissioner also proposed the development of an experimental station 

that would provide the hatcheries with expert advice as well as the means to conduct research on 

issues related to artificial propagation. At the time fisheries science was still relatively new, and the 

commissioner argued: 

 

ñWhile we believe that we are succeeding as well as any other state in the work we have 

undertaken, there is no question but that we can do [a] great deal better in the future than we 

have done in the past. The knowledge acquired and the experience had in connection with our 

hatcheries certainly will prove very valuable in the future, but we are still without a great deal of 

necessary information to manage these plants in such a way as to give the best results.ò  

(State Fish Commissioner 1901:23) 

 

Systematic Hatchery Development 

Legislative appropriations for the work of the fish commissioners were reduced in 1897 despite the 

increase in hatchery development. The program was further hurt by the lack of a sufficient budget for 

license fee collection and law enforcement personnel, thus reducing the amount available in the 

Hatchery Fund. However, as runs continued to decrease, support for the importance of artificial 

propagation increased. This led to a considerable increase in the stateôs commitment to artificial 

propagation during the next legislative session (State Fish Commissioner 1898:5, 53-55, 1901:104). 

 

Legislators initially introduced a bill that provided $44,000 for the construction of as many as 14 new 

fish hatcheries in the state. The bill identified locations and provided a prioritized list of the hatchery 

projects it intended to support, appropriating amounts ranging from $1,500 to $5,000 per hatchery for 

initial construction and improvements in 1899 and 1900. These amounts were predicated on having 

sufficient balances in the fish hatchery fund to cover at least six months of operating expenses when 

the hatcheries opened as well as an additional balance equal to or greater than construction costs 

(State Fish Commissioner 1898:6; Washington State Legislature 1899:267-270).  

 

While the initial focus of hatchery growth was along the Columbia River and its tributaries, many of 

these new hatcheries were planned to augment salmon runs in the Puget Sound region, which had 

grown in importance in terms of its contributions to the fishing and canning industry. According to the 

commissionerôs annual report, the amount of salmon sold by weight from Puget Sound was nearly three 

times the amount sold from the Columbia River (     Table 1). The value of Puget Soundôs canned 
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salmon was also triple the value of the pack from the Washington side of the Columbia River (State 

Fish Commissioner 1898:91). 

 

     Table 1. Salmon Fishing Output in 1897 

 Number of 

Canneries 

Number of 

Workers 

Pounds of 

Salmon Sold 

Total Cases 

Salmon 

Pack 

Total Value of 

Salmon Pack 

Puget Sound 18 3,516 12,094,000 400,200 $1,600,800.00 

Columbia River 9 1,775 3,999,000 111,525 $473,981.25 

Grayôs Harbor 2 212 1,898,000   12,100 $43,560.00 

Willapa Bay 2 550 550,000   21,420 $77,112.00 

     (State Fish Commissioner 1898:12-19) 

 

Each commissioner and his advisors developed their own criteria for locating hatcheries, and over time 

as new commissioners took over the duties, they were sometimes critical of the decisions of their 

predecessors. Commissioner Little, for example, believed that the appropriate conditions for a hatchery 

location to be successful included: a number of fish sufficient to obtain gametes, or reproductive cells, a 

supply of pure water, and a site as near as possible to natural spawning grounds. He also placed an 

emphasis on the best locations to raise what were then considered the ñimportantò fish: Chinook 

salmon, Coho salmon, and steelhead (State Fish Commissioner 1898:37-38, 46). 

 

Commissioner Little claimed to have traveled over 3,000 miles to look for hatchery sites in the upper 

Puget Sound region and along Columbia River tributaries. In 1898, he and his deputies confirmed 

several potential locations for the new hatcheries. In the Columbia River District the Wenatchee, 

Methow, Little Spokane, and Wind Rivers were identified as the most promising watersheds.  In Littleôs 

estimation, these hatcheries along with those erected by the state of Oregon could help to bring back 

salmon runs, which he believed were about 40 percent below the size of a decade before. He also 

urged the formation of a joint committee between the Washington and Oregon legislatures to reach 

more standardization of fisheries laws and enforcement provisions (State Fish Commissioner 1898:7-8, 

35). 

 

The Fish Commission used the 1899 legislative appropriation to build six hatcheries in 1899 and 

completed an additional eight by the end of 1900. In addition to the broad criteria Commissioner Little 

applied to his evaluations of potential hatchery sites, there were a number of more specific factors that 

also dictated the size and location of these new hatcheries. Water supply, the amount of acreage 

available, and accessibility were among the most important. And while the appropriation as a whole 

was substantial, the amount budgeted for each hatchery allowed for only the most basic buildings and 

structures (State Fish Commissioner 1901:24-25). 

 

The larger hatchery buildings were normally 40ô by 80ô in size and could hold 110 troughs, which 

provided the capacity to raise at least 10 million fry. The smaller hatcheries ranged from 30ô by 52ô to 

32ô by 56ô, which provided enough space for between 3 million and 5 million fry in approximately 64 

troughs. Roughly built of lumber, these buildings almost always had a nearby structure for firewood and 

storage. Since each hatchery normally was run by a superintendent who lived on the property, most of 

these new facilities had at least one residence. The larger hatcheries often included an additional 
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residence or boarding house, but several also were built that provided living quarters for staff on the 

second floor of the hatchery, the superintendentôs home, or even the storage building. (Figures 6 and 7)  

 

The other essential component of these new hatcheries was an adequate water system. Since most 

were located on waterways, pumps or waterwheels were the cheapest, although not always the most 

reliable means of obtaining water for hatchery operations. In-stream dams or flumes often helped to 

provide sufficient supply, although these could easily be damaged by flooding or debris. Gravity feed 

systems were more reliable, and a few of the new hatcheries had to be moved or new land purchased 

to develop an adequate water supply. Known information about facilities at these newly constructed 

hatcheries is provided as follows: 

 

Name Location 
Date of 

Construction 

Wenatchee Hatchery Wenatchee River, Chelan County 1899  

This hatchery was constructed on the Wenatchee River, approximately 1 ½ miles from Chiwaukum 

(Figure 3). It featured a 40ô by 100ô hatchery building, a seven-room residence, and a wood 

house/store room (State Fish Commissioner 1901:104-105). 

Nooksack Hatchery Kendall Creek, Whatcom County 1899  

Nooksack Hatchery was built on Kendall Creek, a tributary of the Nooksack River. Its hatchery building 

was 40ô by 100ô. The facility had two residences and a wood shed/store room (Bureau of Fisheries 

1911:168; State Fish Commissioner 1901:91, 93, 105-106, 1902:34). 

Skokomish Hatchery Skokomish River, Mason County 1899  

Built four miles from the mouth of the Skokomish River, this hatchery also had a 40ô by 100ô hatchery 

building. The residence used was already on site at the time the hatchery building was constructed. An 

additional wood house/store room with a second story providing sleeping rooms for staff was 

contemporary with the hatchery building (Figure 4). In 1901, a new dam was built, followed by a new 

trap in 1902 (Bureau of Fisheries 1911:168; State Fish Commissioner 1901:91, 93, 106-107, 1902:33). 

Willapa Hatchery Trap Creek, Pacific County 1899  

This hatchery was built on a tributary of Willapa River and featured a smaller hatchery building than 

some of its contemporaries (32ô by 66ô). A residence and wood house/store room were also built by the 

agency. The original pump and boiler were replaced by gravity feed in 1901 (Bureau of Fisheries 

1911:168; State Fish Commissioner 1901:91, 93, 107, 1902:32). 

Wind River Hatchery Wind River, Skamania County 1899  

Wind River Hatchery was built on the south branch of the river with a 40ô by 60ô hatchery building, a 

two-story residence, and a six-room boarding house (State Fish Commissioner 1901:102-103, 

1902:31). 

Samish Hatchery Friday Creek, Skagit County 1899  

Not to be confused with the earlier hatchery of the same name built on Lake Samish, this hatchery was 

constructed on a tributary of Samish River. In addition to the hatchery building, which measured 32ô by 
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Name Location 
Date of 

Construction 

56ô, it had a residence wood house/store room, and a six-room boarding house. The dam was 

replaced in 1901 (Bureau of Fisheries 1911:168; State Fish Commissioner 1901:91, 93, 108). 

Little Spokane Hatchery Little Spokane River, Spokane County 1899 ï 1900  

Located 10 miles upriver from the mouth of the Little Spokane River, this facility had the same size 

hatchery building as at Samish Hatchery (32ô by 56ô). Other original features included a residence with 

a boarding house and a wood house/store room (State Fish Commissioner 1901:91, 93, 110, 

1902:34). 

Snohomish Hatchery Skykomish River, Snohomish County 1899 ï 1900  

This hatchery was built on the west bank of the Skykomish River with a hatchery building of the larger 

size constructed during this time period (40ô by 100ô). The only other building constructed at the outset 

was a residence with an attached storage room. A flume and trap were added in 1902 (Bureau of 

Fisheries 1911:168; State Fish Commissioner 1901:108-109). 

White River (Green River, 

Soos Creek) Hatchery 
Soos Creek, King County 1900  

Built 2 ½ miles from the junction of White and Green Rivers, this hatchery was the smallest of all 

hatchery buildings constructed at this time (30ô by 52ô). The building included a mess hall and a wood 

house/storeroom (State Fish Commissioner 1901:110). Originally named the White River Hatchery, 

the name changed to the Green River Hatchery in 1948, and changed to the Soos Creek Hatchery in 

the mid-1990s (Peck 2022:April 8). 

Nesqually (Nisqually) 

Hatchery 
Muck Creek, Pierce County 1900  

Nesqually Hatchery was built ½ mile from the Nisqually River. As with White River Hatchery, this 

facilityôs infrastructure was integrated into a single hatchery building (30ô by 56ô). This included a mess 

hall and wood house (Bureau of Fisheries 1911:168; State Fish Commissioner 1901:91, 93, 110-111). 

Methow Hatchery Methow River, Okanogan County 1900  

This hatchery was built at the confluence of the Methow and Twisp Rivers. As at Nesqually Hatchery, 

the 30ô by 56ô hatchery building also contained the other facilities, including a wood house and rooms 

for the crew (State Fish Commissioner 1901:111). 

Colville Hatchery Colville River, Stevens County 1900  

Colville Hatchery was constructed 1 mile from Kettle Falls on the north bank of the Colville River. The 

hatchery building measured 30ô by 56ô and had a separate wood house. Changes in the course of the 

river and damage to spawning beds led to a shut-down in 1902 (State Fish Commissioner 1901:111-

112, 1902:36). 

Klickitat Hatchery Klickitat River, Klickitat County 1900-1901  

Built on the east bank of the Klickitat River, this hatchery was located 6 miles from the mouth of the 

river. Its hatchery building was the same size as at White River Hatchery (30ô by 52ô) (State Fish 

Commissioner 1901:111, 1902:36). 
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Name Location 
Date of 

Construction 

 

Stillaguamish (Arlington) 

Hatchery 
Stillaguamish River, Snohomish County 1901  

Originally built on the Stillaguamish River, the system was damaged by high water early on and was 

soon moved to Jim Creek (Bureau of Fisheries 1911:168; State Fish Commissioner 1901:91, 93, 111, 

1902:33). 

Dungeness Hatchery Dungeness River, Clallam County 1901  

This hatchery was built 7 miles from the town of Dungeness and originally included a hatchery building 

and separate residence (State Fish Commissioner 1902:33). 

 

    

 

Strained budgets ultimately led the fish commissioner to delay or only partially complete the 

construction of the final three hatcheries that were included in the legislation: the Stillaguamish 

(Arlington), Dungeness, and Skagit Hatcheries. Maintenance needs for those facilities that were already 

built were higher than anticipated, as were the costs of locating appropriate sites, so funding for these 

hatcheries was appropriated in subsequent years. A few of the hatcheries never performed as 

expected, including the Colville Hatchery, which was shut down in 1902, and the Little Spokane 

Hatchery, whose prospects were not bright for the future according to the fish commissioner (State Fish 

Commissioner 1901:108-109, 1902:36). High operating costs caused by the remote location of the 

Baker Lake Hatchery contributed to the decision to sell the hatchery to the U.S. Fish Commission, and 

the transfer to federal control took place in July of 1899 (State Fish Commissioner 1901:24-25). 

 

One other expenditure authorized by the 1899 legislature was a fishway constructed over the falls of 

the north fork of the Skokomish River. A right-of-way was secured, and construction began in 1899. 

The fish commissioner also obtained a small plot of adjacent land for an eyeing station to serve the 

Figure 3. Sketch of Wenatchee Salmon 

Hatchery fish racks, also known as weirs. 

(Thirteenth Annual Report of the State Fish 

Commissioner 1902) 

 

Figure 4. Skokomish Hatchery boarding 

house for employees. (Thirteenth Annual 

Report of the State Fish Commissioner 1902) 
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Skokomish Hatchery (State Fish Commissioner 1901:113). 

 

Regional Divisions 

 

Oversight of all the new hatcheries was broken down into four regions, corresponding to the primary 
fishing locales in the state ( 
Table 2). Deputy commissioners were generally chosen to represent each division because of their 

familiarity with the fisheries of these areas: 

 

Table 2. Regional Hatchery Divisions in 1901  

Columbia River District Puget Sound District 
Grays Harbor 

District 
Willapa District 

Kalama River Hatchery 

Chinook Hatchery 

Wenatchee River 

Hatchery  

Wind River Hatchery 

Little Spokane River 

Hatchery 

Methow River Hatchery 

Nooksack River Hatchery 

Skokomish River Hatchery 

Samish River Hatchery 

Snohomish River Hatchery 

White River Hatchery 

Nesqually (Nisqually) River 

Hatchery 

Chehalis River 

Hatchery 

Willapa River 

Hatchery 

(State Fish Commissioner 1901:96) 

 

Improvements in Artificial Propagation 

 

Once the Fish Commission built these hatcheries, new budgetary appropriations were recommended 

for improvements. The stateôs original philosophy of fish rearing was that the fry should be released as 

soon as possible, primarily to avoid the cost of feeding. With experience during these early years of 

operation, hatchery management recognized that returns could be improved by holding the fish for a 

longer time at the hatchery, as the cost of feeding was insignificant compared to the benefits gained by 

longer retention. The construction of new rearing ponds were the first improvements made at most of 

the hatcheries during this period, and early experimentation suggested keeping salmon in the new 

rearing ponds for up to two years before release (State Fish Commissioner 1901:98-99). 

 

However, a lack of understanding of the spawning patterns of fish on specific rivers or streams often 

affected the success of hatchery operations, as did the significant changes in those patterns caused by 

flooding and other natural forces combined with man-made impediments resulting from logging, dam 

building, and agricultural development. Very quickly, the Fish Commission turned to the construction of 

smaller and less expensive eyeing stations that were often located much closer to spawning grounds or 

to areas where fishermen could provide extra catch. The eggs were removed from the spawning 

salmon at these stations and then held there until they reached the eyed stage, when they were then 

transported to one of the larger hatcheries. In addition to the initial eyeing station on the Chinook River, 

others were built between 1899 and 1902 on the Wenatchee River, the south fork of the Nooksack 

River, and the north fork of the Skokomish River to serve as supplements to nearby hatcheries (State 

Fish Commissioner 1901:105-107).  
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Research and the Scientific Experiment Station 

 

Despite the huge strides made by the State of Washington in hatchery construction during the early 

statehood period, an understanding of the habits and development of salmon was still limited. A trial-

and-error approach remained the primary means to determine effective methods for improving hatchery 

operations, handling fish, and increasing yields. John R. Crawford, who was the superintendent of 

hatcheries under Fish Commissioner T.R. Kershaw, made a trip to the Fraser River in 1902 to study the 

salmon migration patterns and hatchery systems in place there with the goal of potentially building a 

hatchery in conjunction with Canada. Commissioner Kershaw also made suggestions for new 

experiments, but still many of the initial changes on hatchery practices were based on the individual 

initiative of hatchery staff (State Fish Commissioner 1902:9-15, 42-49). 

 

Research stations were 

another means of 

developing more data on 

the life cycle of salmon. 

The perceived need to 

apply a more scientific 

approach to these 

studies led to the 

operation of a state 

research station 

beginning in 1899. The 

first station was located 

at Keyport Landing on 

the eastern portion of 

Port Orchard Bay 

(Figure 5). Originally 

intended for oyster 

research, within a couple 

of years its focus was 

expanded to include all 

fisheries, particularly 

salmon. The section of the research building that had been used as a living room was renovated as a 

small hatchery and water was brought by flume from a small creek about 1,500 feet above the site. A 

five-room cottage was built as a residence for the stationôs supervisor (State Fish Commissioner 

1902:39-40).  

Conflicting Fisheries Values 

 

In the build-up to the World War I era, much of the focus of hatchery management was to preserve and 

potentially increase the size of the salmon runs that supported the fishing and canning industries of 

Washington. While the Columbia River Chinook salmon continued to be highly prized, Sockeye salmon 

from the Puget Sound region was at that time considered the most valuable species of salmon for both 

food and commercial purposes. The fish commissioner was the primary compiler of fishing and canning 

industry data, and many of his hatchery management concerns were based on the continued economic 

Figure 3. Keyport Research Station interior view. (Thirteenth Annual 

Report of the State Fish Commissioner 1902) 
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viability of these industries. On the other hand, there was also a strong realization that many fishing 

industry practices as well as new challenges presented by other industrial and agricultural impacts had 

to be monitored and regulated where necessary. Funding for the Fish Commission needed to be 

commensurate with that challenge (State Fish Commissioner 1913:37). 

 

Fish Commissioner John L. Riseland, whose term lasted from 1906 to 1913, focused many of his 

efforts on encouraging the legislature to codify and increase protections for salmon and other fish in 

Washington waters.  At his urging, Republican Governor Marion Hay appointed a Senate committee in 

1911 to study the fisheries department and the industry and to develop a Fish Code that would provide 

guidance for the Fish Commissionôs work. Riseland advised the committee and was assisted by John 

R. Crawford, who continued to serve as the stateôs superintendent of hatcheries. After months of work, 

the committee delivered a majority and a minority report with some differing findings and 

recommendation. While both reports recognized the importance of artificial propagation and the role 

that hatcheries would continue to play in fisheries development, they differed on funding responsibilities 

and the extent of restrictions on the industry (State Fish Commissioner 1913:6, 18, 21-24). 

 

The report concluded that the need for more hatcheries was of paramount concern: 

 

ñWe find that increase of population and the activities of civilization have a marked effect on the 

natural propagation of fish, and that at present not more than 9 percent of the fish eggs 

deposited in hatcheries become fish, thus conclusively establishing the necessity of having 

more fish hatcheries. We further find that young fish are hatched in rivers tributary to irrigation 

ditches on their journey to the sea are sidetracked into these irrigation districts and thus 

destroyed. It is therefore essential that artificial propagation be encouraged on these rivers and, 

in fact, as rapidly as possible on all streams frequented by salmon, and that eyeing stations and 

hatcheries be there established.ò (State Fish Commissioner 1913:22). 

 

Other recommendations included better enforcement of existing laws and catch restrictions, the 

redesign of allowable fish traps, size limits on catching ñsalmon trout,ò more negotiation with Canada 

over Fraser River fisheries, and revised guidelines for the hatchery fund that would reserve all fines and 

other moneys collected for use in hatchery maintenance and new construction (State Fish 

Commissioner 1913:23-24).  

 

The minority report was more focused on the needs of the fishing industry. Its authors essentially 

disagreed that the salmon runs were diminishing, suggesting that ñthe salmon industry is in a flourishing 

and prosperous condition.ò As a result, these committee members wanted fewer new restrictions on the 

industry and found the current fish trap design to be suitable. While they agreed that artificial 

propagation was essential, they recommended that the state be divided into three districtsðPuget 

Sound, Columbia River District, and Willapa/Grays Harborðand that the money collected in the 

hatchery fund should be used in the district where the money was raised (State Fish Commissioner 

1913:34, 41). 

 

State Salmon Hatcheries during and following World War I (1914-1927) 

Prior to the start of World War I in Europe (1914-1918), a change in leadership took place at the 

Department of Fisheries. Governor Ernest Lister appointed Fish Commissioner L.H. Darwin in 1913. 
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Darwin was optimistic about the future of fisheries based on what he saw as significant achievements in 

restoring salmon runs on the Columbia River and the possibility of duplicating those efforts in the other 

areas around the state. In particular, the Puget Sound District in 1915 and 1916 had experienced the 

smallest Sockeye runs ever recorded, and his hope was that with increased hatchery production as well 

as stricter regulatory measures, the production of the Puget Sound fisheries could be preserved, if not 

increased (State Fish Commissioner 1917:9). 

 

While a much more politically conservative legislature served in Olympia in 1915, the Fish Code was 

finally enacted in that year and proved very effective in boosting the health of fish runs through 

increased hatchery construction and production. Commissioner Darwin called it ñby far the best set of 

laws governing and regulating the fisheries of this state that has ever been enactedò (State Fish 

Commissioner 1917:7). Among the important stipulations in the new code was a provision mandating 

that dam construction would require the installation of fishways to ensure that spawning fish could 

travel beyond the structure. In situations where a dam was too high or other issues caused fishways to 

be impractical, builders were required to construct hatcheries to address fish loss (State Fish 

Commissioner 1917:7). 

 

Research and New Trends 

 

Commercial fishing and the activities of the logging industry had seriously reduced numbers of 

spawning fish, and yet the rivers where hatcheries were located had substantially increased their 

supply of breeding fish. Research by the U.S. Fisheries Commission as well as Washingtonôs own 

hatchery personnel found that rearing ponds were the best means to increase the supply of salmon. 

Proposals were made to install rearing ponds at all hatcheries or to set up a central rearing station on 

the Columbia River system (State Fish Commissioner 1913:86-88).  

 

Salmon propagators at 

this time believed that 

trout were the major 

natural enemy of salmon 

and that their 

depredations had been 

protected for too long by 

game-fish laws. An 

alternative was to raise 

young salmon in rearing 

ponds to three or four 

inches in length, which 

would give them more 

strength to evade their 

natural predators, like the 

trout, and reach the 

ocean. While some felt 

the cost of feed did not 

necessarily warrant 

keeping the fish for such 

Figure 4. Employees preparing parent salmon as food for young 

hatchery salmon. (Twenty-second and Twenty-third Annual Reports of 

the State Fish Commissioner and Ex Officio Game Warden 1911-1912) 
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a long period before release, the Fish Commission had developed an inexpensive food source. Adult 

fish harvested during spawning season were salted, pickled, and then right before feeding, the salt was 

extracted, and the flesh was cooked and pulverized for feed (Figure 6). Smelt were also similarly 

prepared and finely ground liver was commonly added into the food on a weekly basis. Donations of 

canned salmon from nearby canneries were also used as feed. (State Fish Commissioner 1913:86-88).  
 

Rearing ponds continued to be 

added to hatcheries when funds 

and manpower were available 

throughout the World War I era. 

Often construction of new 

rearing ponds was constricted 

by the amount of available land 

the department had for its 

hatcheries, so additional leases 

or purchases were often needed 

before new ponds could be 

added (Figure 7) (State Fish 

Commissioner 1920:20). 

Experimentation, based on 

experience in Alaska, also 

encouraged the fisheries 

department to test a saltwater 

rearing pond for Pink salmon on 

Hood Canal. A bay of 

approximately eight acres below 

Quilcene at Whitney Point was 

enclosed and almost 2 1/2 million Pink salmon fry were put in the pond and reared to a length of 3 ½ 

inches in about four months. More permanent improvements at the site were planned for the future 

(State Supervisor of Fisheries 1925:32). 

 

Racks, also known by hatchery staff as ñweirsò, were designed and constructed to catch salmon as they 

ascended rivers and stream for spawning. The fisheries department developed a new type of rack held 

in place by concrete piers resting in the gravel bed of the waterway and a few small pilings to prevent 

them moving downstream. Racks of this design were developed during World War I and appeared to 

have withstood all but the most severe flooding episodes. A 60ô by 100ô building was erected at the 

Green River (previously White River, presently Soos Creek) hatchery for storing equipment to construct 

this new type of rack as well as to house 12,000 cases of canned salmon used as fish food for the 

rearing system (State Supervisor of Fisheries 1925:30).  
 

Egg Transfer 

 

During this era, the fish commissioner also followed the policy of raising salmon to the eyed stage and 

then transferring them to any hatchery that was available for hatching and release. At the time, new 

studies cited by the fish commissioner contradicted common perceptions and found that salmon 

transferred to another stream would still return to their stream of origin. While these ideas soon proved 

Figure 5. Photograph showing the original Samish Hatchery 

building. Note the presence of enough land on site for 

construction of a concrete rearing pond. (Twenty-second and 

Twenty-third Annual Reports of the State Fish Commissioner and 

Ex Officio Game Warden 1911-1912) 

 


